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THE REVOLUTIONS OF 19h 


A. "The Thirst for Civic Dignity" and Popular Revolt 


a 


1. The Fall of Ubico 


The revolution which brought she Liberal Party to power in Guatemala in 
1870 did not bring any degree of democracy to the people of Guatemala. Uaie- 
the regime of President Rufino Barrios, in the 1870's, separation bet een Liss 
Church and State was effected. This advent, however, marked the end of tis 
dominant influence of the old conservative party, largely run ty cler eal asi 
aristocratic elements, and marked the beginning of the efficient mili ary 
dictatorships. The traditional ruling class of large landowners and ‘he 
powerful new coffee fingueros wanted a strong man in the presidency who conic 
preserve peace and assure them of a large and steady supply of cheap = abor. 


The period between 1870 and 19) was marked by strong-fisted diciatorsii:s 
interspersed with relatively short periods of governmental chaos resul bing’ fiom 
the struggle for power among groups of military men and politicians. Pol#+ i+ 
was the source of income for almost all educated Guatemalans who left she 
fincas; there was little place for professionals or intellectuals in t1e re.ic-nal 
life. When revolutions occurred, their effects were felt chiefly by tis 
relatively small groups they did nct mean real social or economic impr ovetiertt : 
for the mass of the people. The lack of articulate public opinion anc the 
weakness of the middle class gave full reign to the politicians. Mamal 
Estrada Cabrera ruled Guatemala with dictatorial efficiency for the leng period 
from 1898 to 1920. General Jorge Ubico became president in 1931 and di-mrevesi 
the techniques of an efficient military dictatorship. 


In 1936 and again in 192, General Ubico arranged that he be prev:iled 
upon to accept another term of office. Ubico was responsible fer the -illiny 
and imprisonment of unnumbered students, workers, and other citizens wiom *+ 
accused of plotting rebellion against his regime. Thousands of Suatemlans 
lived in exile. At one time he proudly announced: "I am like Hitler; I 
execute first and hold trial afterwards".l Few Guatemalans felt free ‘rom 
observation by Ubico's efficient secret service. Two months before th= suila: 
end to his regime Ubico issued Decrees #2795 which exempted landowners :nd 
their representatives from responsibility for criminal acts committed spgaiyst 
trespassers caught gathering game, fruit or firewood. In practice thi: gare 
a landowner the right to kill a hungry Indian picking berries or vathe: ing 
firewood on his lands. 


Ubico had succeeded in establishing peace and order in Guatemala. 
Foreign capital interests were granted liberal and virtually unrestrici.ed cot- 
cessions and foreigners in the country enjoyed rights and privileves unheard 
of for the average Guatemalan citizen. 


1 Time, June 26, 19h). 
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By 19 the popular feeling against Ubico had been steadily mountings. ‘he 
Allies! wartime propaganda and especially the Atlantic Charter had a sigii:.cant 
effect upon the thinking of the literate citizens of the country. The works 
had long suffered under extremely low wages and by 19); were beginning to ftorcl 
the pinch of higher prices. In April, 194, a disciplined general strike in 
San Salvador resulted in the overthrow of dictator Hernandez Martine: of it: 
Salvador and set the pattern for Guatemala. By June, 194, all that was need 
Was an initial stimulus to revolt. The students of Gan Garlos Universita: in 
Guatemala City prdavided this initial spark. 


The faculty and student body had asked the government for chang+:s in ihe 
organization of the University and for its autonomy from direct goveramem. con- 
trol. On June 22nd, after the government had rejected these suggestions. tie 
students! association met and declared it would order a strike of the enté.te 
student body unless its demands were met. Ubico decreed a state of ener: 
and suspended constitutional guarantees. Contingents of ths police vere sarit. 
to blockade the University buildings. The student leaders and certain teeshers 
were obliged to take r2fuge in the Mexican Embassy. On June 23rd otter shitiems 
met to plan an organized anti-Ubico manifestation and were joined by some 
teachers. The demonstrations on the next day took the form of students cunelly 
and quietly strolling en masse up and down the main thoroughfare of «u1aterii: 
City. Some students stood on the street reading the Atlantic Charte: to sruil 
groups of the populace. In the evening they illegally distributed mi neogs ui ei 
sheets explaining their position to the general public. 


On the next day, Sunday, June 25th, the demonstrations contime: on 2.1 
augmented scale. The students were joined by many other people in ti.@ ofi:tel 
and anti-Ubico sentiment ran high. In the afternoon, when a group of the 
demonstrators started to move towerds the National Palace, they were firt«i 1}: 
by the nervous police. Maria Chinchilla, a young schoolteacher, was «ilies } sad 
became a symbol to the angry resistance to Ubico. On Monday the capital. «ii 
Was paralyzed by a general strike of students, teachers, shorkeepers. raiicus 
workers, and many professional people. There was little violence. The jeneral 
strike continued throughout the week. The government was powerless 10 resici¢ 
normal activities. Demands for Ubico's immediate resignation steadily mauled. 
On July lst, 194, only ten days after the initial manifestations by the siicents, 
it was announced that Jbice had resigned the presidency and that a mi Lites: 
triumvirate would take his place. 


2. The Triunvirato Militar and the October Revolution 


On Yaturday, July 2nd, 19h, the Triunvirato Militar, consistin: of Geral 
Federico Ponce Vaides and two other officers of Ubico's army, began «<oers:. is 
as the new executive body of Guatemala. On July 3rd, the Legislative Assetidy 
attempted to meet to designate a new government but it was forred to wait iii 
the following day while the Triunvirato Militar applied preseure on 11¢ ce yities. 
On July lth Ponce Vaides was elected Provisional President by Ubico's hare--:/ aed 
legislature. Five young lawyers who protested were imprisoned. ‘tha aiew 
government immediately made token gestures to the pommdar demancs by reariatl ishing 
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constitutional guarantees, making concessions to the University students, 
announcing that national elections would be held in November, anc al owi.r 
the formation of political parties and labor unions. It soon became apparir, 
however, that Ponce had no intention of relinquishing his political » owe. 
Many of Ubico's former collaborators reappeared as members of she Frovige i: 
Government and Ubico himself remained in Guatemala. 


As the summer of 19) wore on the Provisional Government care jRe BAS ore 
to resemble the Ubico regime. The people were rapidly forming into jolisces - 
parties in anticipation of the election of their next president. They weed ret 
disposed to accept another dictatorial regime. But the prisons agaiz. bape 
to be filled with political dissicents and it became evident that Por.se fiviti-dad 
to allow only one man to be elected president in the November electicas « 
himself. 


Ponce went to great lengths to attempt to convince important elements - 
public opinion of the need for maintaining a strong military govermne.zt ir, (Wer 
in Guatemala. Fear of a general Indian uprising had been freqrently >layeri uo 
by dictatorial governments in the past as attempts to make their vower morn 
secure. Ponce now decided to use this strategy to his ends. ke spent almost 
three months stirring up the Indian commmities in the area between Civimeli-enango 
and Lake Atitlan - a region of dense Indian population. He apparenti: thon 
that the traditional respect for authority showmm by the Indians would lesc them 
to rise up and kill the fingueros when told to and thus give him an excuge “6 
establish a permanent military government. However, of the many Indian eorers- 
nities he had instigated, the inhabitants of only one rose up to kill the jadino 
Landowners. 


In September, 19h, faced with the mounting opposition to his governrent 
Ponce tried a new strategy. He sent trucks into the countryside and >rowzht 
back hundreds of Indians whom he marched through the streets of the ¢apital 
armed with machetes and carrying large pictures of himself on their ec iests. 
Apparently he hoped to frighten ths people of the capital with "nroof" that ;ie 
Indians were on his side. The Indians were then housed at La Aurora on 5 
outskirts of the capital, provided with sufficient liquor to kesp the: drisk, 
and kept there as a constant threat to the people of the capital. These (odians 
were obviously being treated to do the bidding of Ponce. The people vere 
reminded of the time over a hundred years ago when Carrera led an "ami" >° 
Indians into the capital to raise havoc with the urban population. 


On October 1st, 19h, the climax of totalitarian tactics came wich tus 
assassination, on orders from Ponce, of Alejandro Cordova, founder and dive:.or 
of the newspaper £1 Imparcial and a leading member of the opposition <n the 
Legislative Assembly. This brutal act was followed by a period of vivclenes -sid 
terror. The supporters of Juan Jose Arevalo, presidential candidate of tha 
opposition parties, had to go into hiding or take refuge in foreign Legatr.oc::.. 


A A ON = tt ae at ye a 


1 The entire story of these attshipts’ by Poyce tp instigate the Indians 
to revolt is not knom. 25X1 
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The Mexican Embassy was so crowded with refugees that it had to rent part oF 
the Palace Hotel. There was no longer any doubt that this was a die atorshio 
as arbitrary and determined to remain in power as Ubico's. In the Munifest.> 
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tion parties and the associations of University students and teacher. decli-d 
their "paro politico" (political strike). They could no longer continue tio r 
political campaign in an environment which would make the outcome of the 3Ja:+ 
tion a foregone conclusion. The Manifesto of Paro Politico, written by Jit 
Jose Arevalo, Jorge Garcia Granados, and Roberto Arzu, ended with: " nitead 

we will build the new Guatemala!" Two days later, on October L8th, ~he “am ty 
and students of the University declared a strike. 


On October 20th, a little before 2:00 a.m., the capital city was awaceicd 
by concentrated artillery fire. A few hours previously, approximate y sorry 
students and workers had been smuggled into the fort Guardia del Honor, wit: 
they killed the commander and took over. The fort, under its ncw cormandar 
Major Francisco Javier Arana, took up arms against the Provisional Govermanr. 
of General Ponce. A rapid and daring military strategy, conceived mm Carma: 
Jacobo Arbenz, broke the resistence of the city's two loyal forts within a 
few hours. University students and workers ran to the aid of the insurrec- 
tionists and were ziven arms at the Guardia del Honor. By 6:00 aem.s the attire 
city, with the exception of the heavily defended National Palace, was in 0 
hands of the revolutionaries. An ultimatum was sent to the National Palac: 
with the threat that it would be bombarded if the government of Ponas didi avi 
immediately capitulate. The diplomatic Corps intervened and a new gover. 
was constituted and took possession at five in the afternoon of the «ame dat ~ 
October 20th, 194). Over a hundred persons had been killed and many nore 
wounded but the revolution was a success and, in the minds of many, iistobox 
20th, 194), came to mark the begirning of the "new Guatemala" - a cocatry ivcer 
the leadership of men who were attempting to lay the foundations for oermuitt 
social and economic reform for the benefit of the majority of the pec le. 


3. The Junta Revolucionaria and the Election of Juan Jose Areve Lo. 


The new interim government, the Junta Revolucionbria, consisted of tlaree 
men: Major Francisco J. Arana, Captain Jacobo Arbens, and Jorge TorieLllo. 
Major Arana, commander of the Guardia del Honor on October 20th, was revreser- 
tative of the youny army officers who had come up through the ranks. Cartai: 
Arbenz, the strategist of the revclution, represented the alumni of t16 
Escuela Politecnica, Guatemala's military academy. Arbenz, the son c? a t#ics 
pharmacist and a Guatemalan mother, was only 28 years of age in lyk. Jeri 
Toriello, a civilian, is the son of one of Guatemala's first families. Tha 
Junta Revolucionaria remained in power until the constitutionally electee 
government of Dr. Juan Jose Arevalo replaced it in March, 19)5. 


The Junta Revolucionaria immediately announced that free electicis wet ic 
be held for deputies to a new National Congress, and for president. ‘he 
congressional elections, held on November 3rd, lth, and Sth, resulted in tra 
victory by a large majority of the Revo UL Oueey parties supporting duan-Jowe - 
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Arevalo for president. The old constitution of 1879 was abolished ao. Novernter 
28th, 194), and a Constituent Assembly met to draft a new constitutica. 4 
December, 19h), the presidential elections resulted in the victory oy a iais<* 
margin of Dr. Arevalo. The new Constitution was prom lgated on Marc® 11th. 
1945. Four days later, on March 15th, the new president took offics and zi 
Junta Revolucionaria stepped aside. 


It is accepted by almost all Guatemalans that Juan Jose Arevalo vas 
elected in the freest election ever held in Guatemala. He was a new aan 
the political scene, had not been involved in domestic politics in the past, 
and represented in the mincs of the majority of the people their hops:s anc. 
ideals for a new and democratic Guatemala. 


Arevalo was born in the village of Taxisco, Department of Santa ‘tose. i: 
190. His father owned a relatively small cattle ranch. His mother vas « 
schoolteacher. After zraduating from the Central Normal Schoo] in 1525, 

Arevalo taught in various public schools in Guatemala. In 1927 he wea a 
government scholarship to study atroad and went to Argentina. After 3ix siis 
at the University of La Plata he earned a doctorate in philosophy anc. edvcation. 


In 193) he returned to Guatemala and became Inspector General af Schools. 
Under Ubico, however, he was unable to carry out his functions to his sat: :- 
faction and after a short time returned to Argentina, after some time spe. 
studying in Europe. In Argentina Arevalo's reputation as an etucatm grer. 

He held professorships at several of the leading Argentine universitd2s er.i 
was invited by the government of Argentina to form the new normal sctsol in 
San Luis. His outspoken denunciation of the Ramirez coup d'etat in frgerm ire 
and his political writings threatened on several oc¢asions to get hir int« 
trouble with the authorities. He was a member of the faqulty et the Iniveiz: ty 
of Tucuman when he received a telegram informing him of his nominatica fox the 
presidency of Guatemala by the twc revolutionary political parties, f anovecica 
Nacional and Frente Popular Libertador. He borrowed funds from a local 
Argentine bookseller as an advance on the publication of some of nis awrite: 
and arrived in Guatemala on Septerber 3rd, 19h, one week before nis fortistl 
birthday. 


His arrival in Guatemala came at the height of the tension betwean tis 
Ponce government and the opsositicn revolutionary elements. He was e3cuse! 
by Ponce of being "paid by ilitler to transform Cuatemala into anothex Naz: 
stronghold." He was contemptuously referred to as "the Argentine’. Arewsic 
was forced into hiding during much of the time before October 20th. fe ic 3 
tall, handsome man and a very effective speaker. On his campaign toues «i ira 
country he was greeted everywhere with fervid enthusiasm. Arevalism becaié 
a geminely popular movement which grew in strength and won a resounr ing 
victory in the election in December, 19h. 


1 Juan Jose Arevalo "EL Pueblo Sano de Guatemala", a speech del: verec. 
on September 23rd, 19h, Escritos Politicos, (Tipografie Nacic al, 
Guatemala, 1948), pp. @O0OW02)s “roi At 
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All told, fully twenty-two major and ninor éthspiracies agains: the crrerte 
ment of President Arevalo had been discovered in the four years between 1: t> 
and 1949, ‘The twenty-third, and by far the most serions of these, sccucrii on 
the 18th and 19th of July, 1949, when Guatemala City suddenly becar= ths fiscld 
of battle in a desperate struggle between several hundred well<armed rebels and 
the forces defending the Constitutional Gevernment. 


2. Laborts Part in the Defense of the Government During the Filitarr 
Revolt of July, 1949. 


About noon on July 18, 1949, Colonel Francisco J, Arana, Chief of tar arned 
Forces and one of the main leaders of the October 1944 Revolution, -ws sfc: and 
killed, His car was ambushed and riddled with bullets as he was returnic;; from 
Awatitlan where he had inspected a deposit of government munitions, With rim 
in the automobile was Enrique Blanco, Subdirector General of the Gu:rdia ‘ivil, 
who was also killed, 


The identity of the assassins and the reasons for thbér act ar® in ¢: sorte, 
It seems clear, however, that the assassination was related to Aran's arti.tion 
to become President of the Republic in 1961, It hae been reported that 4>i.8, 
essentially an upright man but with a fatal weakness for flattery, sad bets 
consistently urged by conservatives and reactionary elements te depose Dr, srevalo 
and establish a regime more favorable to conservative interests. It has tuen 
claimed by some that Arana had been swayed by these interested parties ard, 
convinced that he could not afford to wait for elections, was preparing tu take 
the Presidency by force. Persistent ruuors in Guatemala City at the tize seared 
to give credence to the belief that his uprising was planned for July 2irc, 
only five days after his unexpected death, Most, if not all, of ths Arsy would 
probably have followed his orders, The Constitutional Governrent woud seve had 
little chance, A final disagreement with his backers may have reati.ted in ais 
assassination, or government sympathizers may have discovered the plot ard 
attempted to forestall it by killing its leader, 


When the news of Arana's death reached the capital, within an nour cc! its 

eccurrance, evente came in rapid succession, The President ismediataly éerraed 

a state of national emergency which was quickly ratified by the unanimeus vote 

of all the members of Congress who could be brought together, Lt. Colore! arbeng, 
the Minister of National Defense, assumed the duties of Chief of the Arse? Porces, 
By three in the afternoon, as the news spread through the streets, a geremi 
consternation was evident among the people, ‘The iron shutters of the stcrte were 
pulled down and business people in the center of the city were hastily leering 

for the suburbs. All non-official telephone and telegraph service wis euriended, 


Meanwhile, in the fort Guardia del Honor, the Army officers who hec teen 
closest to Colonel Arana determined to take up arms and overthrow the ¢cv:rnment 
of President Arevalo, They named a provisional junta to take over the euiernnent. 

Hither they were convinced that government leaders were responsible for Arara's 
death and were determinaéd to avenge him, or they were parties to a sonsp..redy 
which had been touched off prematurely by his death. 
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At about 4:30 in the afternoon, tanks rolled out of the GQuardi; del Hower 
and advanced on the National Palace. The rebele deranded President Arevals'« 
immediate surrender, He replied defiantly: "My term is six years, I wil. sot 
serve one minute less and not one minute more," After sporadic firing dsiivaen 
the tanks and the hastily organized defenders of the National Palac™, ti: j.rks 
temporarily retired to the fort and an ominous quiet settled over tie cit, 


A quick inventory showed that the government was in an extremely prentricus 
position, The rebel fort contained more than half the military personnél 
immediately available in the city, the two loyal forts were extrereiy low i1 
equipmentsand the previous week, under one pretext or another, a lavge ginitity 
of army and munitions had been transferred from these forts te the Gardia is] 
Honor. The rebels had possession of the only tanks and most of the high miliber 
artillery as well ae large stocks of ri¥les and hand grenades, Guat:mala'n srall 
Air Force, pledged ite support to the government, but a frantic search f1il.ai to 
disclose any bombs, The Guardia Civil, after some hours of apparent: indeuision, 
also threw its lot with the government. It was apparent, however, that thes 
rebels had the immediate advantage and that, unless the government ‘ouli ussure 
the immediate active aid of sizeable sectors of the civilian population, ‘.t could 
hold little hope of lasting through the next txenty-four hours, 


Shortly after five in the afternoon, the government sent out word that 
civilian volunteers would be given arms at the Military Base on Aurora dirfield, 
about two miles from the center of the city. The headquarters of tue twe Labor 

federations became the scenes of feverish activity as organized worksrs zgsi1sred 
to volunteer their services, They arrived on the flelds of Aurora in truots, 
Cars, on bicycles and on foot, As each new group of voluntesrs arrived 3% 

Avrora, it was greeted with resounding cheers, Between two and three thovas16 
rifles were reportedly handed ont to organized workers at this time. FBesise 
labor union members, some students, teachers, and exiles frow other Central 
American countries took part in the fighting, 


During the evening, the civilian volunteers were organised into platuoas 
of 37 men each, Each was in charge of a man with some military trainizeg, 
frequently a young cadet from the Military Academy, ‘The volunteer piatesru took 
such names as “EL Leon", "21 Oso Negro", "Vanguardia", "Alianza", ete. Spirit 


and determination was high among these groups. ‘The workers xeew wha: ther: wore 
preparing to fight for and were determinaéd to defend thelr government. 


At shortly after eleven in the evening, as new groups of volunteers were 
still arriving and being organized at Aurora, the rebels emerged from the Sumrdia 
del Honor and launched strong and repeated attacks upon the National Palauve, the 
Guardia Civil Headquarters, the Military Base, Aurora Airfield, ang othe: strategic 
pointes in the city. The attacks continued with undiminished fury trrouginat the 
rest of the night and well into the next day with weapons as heavy as 1Of rillie 
meter artillery, Street fighters kept up a running battle with the tanre. wand 
planes on the government side dropped hastily improvised bombs and. cana c:i 

gasoline in an attempt to knock out the tanks, When rebel tanks approached she 
National Palace, they were met with a shower of "Moletov Cocktails" from the 
office windows, About noon on the 19th, the loyal defenders ef the wartin Sivil 
headquarters who had been uider almos cfniatayt attack for over ten hourr. 3x0 
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hausted their ammunition and were forced to run up a white flac, kEofore the 
rebels could enter, however, the defenders were supplied with more: ammeni tion 
through a back entrance and were able to continue the Light. Some of the zont 
serious fighting occurred in the area between the loyal base at Aurora ani tie 
Guardia del Honor, It was here that the volunteer forces of organived Lier 
were instrumental in keeping the airport and important installations of the 
Military Base from falling into rebel possession, 


The volunteer forces at Aurora had begun to take the offensive in tan 
arly hours of the 19th and by mid-morning had reached the Avenida ie 1a 
Reforma and were moving closer to the Guardia del Honor, Although chey wis: 
needed here, urgent calls from other parte of the city made it neceg:ary =<: send 
some of them to defend points where the need was more desperate. Over 30: ion, 
almost all of them members of SAMI and the Union ef Workers in Publi: Wocic: vere 
dispatched to help defend the airport when it was threatened by rebels myer ng 
in from the north, Some of the heaviest fighting took place here for abun; two 
hours on the morning of the 19th, Another company of workers was gent he 
reinforce the defenses of the National Palace, Late in the morning a Lev2: 
group of workers arrived from Escuintla to volunteer in defense of tie geen? @ent, 
but there ware insufficient rifles to supply all of them. Other organizer :trcerg 
arrived from Villanueva, 


At about noon on the 19th the tide began to turn against the revelt. Covern 
ment reinforcements had arrived from Chimaltenango, Escuintla and other cities 
and a shipment of bombs enabled the government to bomb the rebel forts, "sy: 
rebel tanks ran out of gasoline near the National Palace and were caotures:, At 

2PM, the rebel junta asked for terms, and at 3 P.N, firing ceased. Three hours 
later government troops and volunteers entered the Guardia del Honor, The :epel 
leaders took refuge in the Salvadorean Embassy. It was reported that appronimtely 
150 persons had been killed and over 300 were wounded, Among the wotuded wus cose 
Luis Caceros, who had retired as Secretary General of SAMY two weeks orevinusty. 
Many schools and private hones had been destroyed by inaccurate bombing anti 
artillery fire, 


Had the rebel forces been sufficiently well organized to Capturs atratazic 
points within the city before government reinforcements arrived, the, wou... 
undoubtedly have succeeded in their purpose, Had it not been for the voix: ser 

forces, chiefly made up of organized workers, it is auite probably thet the 
rebels would have been able to capture the airport and the nearby man gork: iment 
base, Théiswould have prevented the decisive bombing by the airforee ind mst ye Dly 
lost the day for the government, 


The spontaneous aid offered by the. workers was highly indicative of ‘fuvr 
loyalty to the government which hed granted them the right to organi: arc { pmumer- 
able other advantages they had never before enjoyed, Except for a few frei: iinguintla, 
workers from outside the capital were not able to participate in the fightirs, Many, 
however, on hearing of the revolt, prpared to come to the city to voluntecs’, It has 
been reported that the members of SBT-CAG in Tiquisate went so tar ae to ce:: andeer 
a railway train to carry them to the city. Before they could leave, noweve:, they 
were informed that the rebels had surrendered, The members of some campeési-e uniong 

are reported to have set out on foot for the capital, 
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